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Can student-driven public debate depolarize fragmented societies by cultivating dem-
ocratic ethos and promoting political accountability? Post-communist transitions in
Southeast Europe are rich sites to study the political impact of student-driven public
deliberation. Public debate pedagogy conducted under the auspices of the Southeast
European Youth Leadership Institute (SEEYLI) presents a useful case study to explore
this issue. From 2001-2005, SEEYLI taught hundreds of young people about debate
and civil society. SEEYLI participants, in conjunction with local social movements,
then fueled public debate projects as vehicles of political transformation in Albania,
Bulgaria, Kosovo, Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia and Romania. By recounting these
unique deployments of public debate in broader spheres of public deliberation, this
essay considers the possibilities and limits of applied public debate praxis as a driver
of democratic change and response to the social phenomenon of “balkanization.”
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